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WHEN  DID  JESUS  DIE? 

"And  Jesus 3   full  of  the  Holy  Spirit 3   returned 
from  the  Jordan 3   and  was   led  by  the  Spirit 
for  forty  days  in  the  wilderness 3    tempted  by 
the  devil. "  Luke  4:1 


When  did  Jesus  die?   That  is  our  question  today. 
Has  there  ever  been  a  death  in  the  history  of  the  world 
so  well  known  and  so  well  remembered  as  the  death  of 
Jesus  of  Nazareth?  People  die  by  the  thousands  every 
day  --  some  honorably,  some  cowardly;  some  tragically, 
some  expectedly;  some  for  a  good  cause,  some  for  no 
cause  at  all;  some  in  the  prime  of  life,  and  some  on 
the  downward  slope  of  the  latter  years. 

But  Jesus'  death  we  remember.   We  know  it  well. 
"He  suffered  under  Pontius  Pilate,  was  crucified,  dead 
and  buried."   He  died  at  the  age  of  thirty-three,  an 
all-too-brief  ministry  snuffed  out  prematurely.  Every- 
body knows  that,   When  did  Jesus  die?   The  question  is 
a  waste  of  time! 


Before  you  dismiss  the  inquiry,  listen  to  this 
statement  by  a  contemporary  interpreter  of  the  Chris- 
tian religion,  Myron  C.  Madden:   "In  the  wilderness 
experience  of  the  temptations  Jesus  shook  off  all  the 
longed-for  alternatives  and  entered  into  the  grief  of 
having  to  die.   When  he  fixed  his  course  and  withstood 
all  the  options  that  might  have  spared  his  life,  Luke 
tells  us  that  'he  returned  in  the  power  of  the  Spirit 
into  Galilee! '"  1 

What  an  arresting  insight  this  is!   Jesus  died 
not  at  the  end  of  his  ministry  but  at  the  beginning. 
Not  when  he  was  tried  by  Pilate,  but  when  he  was  tempt- 
ed by  the  devil.   Not  when  his  body  was  impaled  on  a 
slab  of  wood,  but  when  his  spirit  wrestled  to  the  fin- 
ish with  principalities  and  powers.   There  is  no  life 
except  through  death.   If  one  would  live  to  God  she 
must  first  die  to  self! 


The  temptation  experience  of  Jesus  played  a  more 
significant  role  in  the  Savior's  life  than  even  Chris- 
tians are  prone  to  assume.   The  setting  was  the  wilder- 
ness.  The  Greek  word  for  wilderness  has  behind  it  the 
meaning  of  "abandonment."   It  suggests  a  desolate  en- 
vironment.  Unsown  land,  as  compared  to  the  sown  or 
cultivated  land  where  people  live.   Where  Jesus  was 
during  those  forty  days  had  the  makings  of  a  sauna, 
for  the  air  was  damp  and  warm  and  hardly  stirred.   And 
this ,  because  his  wilderness  was  not  far  from  the  Dead 
Sea,  the  lowest  point  on  the  earth's  surface,  some 
1,292  feet  below  sea  level. 

As  one  writer  described  the  scene,  "All  around 
are  piled  dead  rocks  twisted  in  the  agony  of  some  pre- 
historic convulsion,  unlike  the  good  clean  rocks  from 
which  men  can  build  their  homes;  obscene  rocks  stained 
with  yellow  slime  and  covered  with  a  ghastly  shroud  of 
salt."  2_ 

Books  have  been  written  about  the  meaning  of  wil- 
derness in  Biblical  religion,  some  of  them  extremely 
interesting.   Wilderness  was  not  all  bad  in  Hebrew 
history.   God  covenanted  with  His  people  in  the  wilder- 
ness.  Messiah  was  to  come  from  the  wilderness,  not 
from  a  city,  not  even  the  Holy  City,  at  least  so  many 
Jews  believed. 

Jesus'  temptations  can  be  understood  in  a  moral 
sense.   Indeed,  this  is  the  common  understanding.   In 
this  view,  those  forty  days  provided  occasions  to  see 
whether  Jesus  could  control  his  appetites,  his  lust 
for  power,  his  thirst  for  admiration.   The  verdict  was 
a  reassuring  "yes,"  for  as  the  New  Testament  would  go 
on  to  say,  "He  was  tempted  in  all  points  like  as  we, 
yet  without  sin."  (Heb.  4:15) 

Jesus'  temptations  can  be  understood  in  simple 
moral  terms ,  but  this  is  not  their  real  significance. 
Jesus'  temptations  are  fully  intelligible  only  when 
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seen  in  connection  with  his  awareness  of  his  mission. 
His  messianic  consciousness  must  be  presumed.   His  per- 
ception of  what  he  had  come  to  earth  to  do,  a  percep- 
tion recently  stimulated  by  his  baptism  in  the  Jordan! 
Therefore,  his  temptations  are  not  to  be  seen  in  a 
purely  local  light  but,  as  we  say,  eschatologically ; 
that  is,  in  the  light  of  the  purposes  of  God  and  his 
place  within  those  purposes. 


What  do  you  want  for  youself?   How  will  you  go 
about  getting  it?   These  were,  in  essence,  the  wilder- 
ness questions .   What  do  you  want  for  youself?   How 
will  you  go  about  getting  it?   "Turn  these  stones  to 
bread."   This  meant,   why  not  come  into  history  and 
deal  with  the  economics  of  life?   There  was  much  that 
might  have  nudged  Jesus  in  this  direction.   His  people 
were  spit  poor.   There  were  alarmingly  unjust  divisions 
of  wealth  in  his  day  as  in  ours .   Surely  it  was  appar- 
ent wherever  he  looked  -  north,  south,  east  or  west  - 
that  land  reform  was  a  vital  necessity.   People  would 
respond  to  someone  who  moved  to  give  them  bread.  What's 
more,  the  Messianic  Age  when  it  came  would  provide  ma- 
terial abundance  for  all. 

But  Jesus  responded,  "It  is  written,  man  shall 
not  live  by  bread  alone."   He  did  not  say  that  bread 
was  unimportant ,  or  that  others  should  ignore  the  ques- 
tion of  how  scarcity  should  be  distributed.   He  simply 
held  to  the  conviction  that  economic  reform  was  not 
his  mission.   His  mission  would  lead  to  economic  re- 
form, but  economic  reform  would  not  lead  to  his  mis- 
sion.  Presumably  Jesus  was  aware  that  society  col- 
lapses when  its  base  is  solely  economic. 

"Why  not  leap  off  the  temple?"   If  you  won't  give 
them  bread,  give  them  a  circus!   Josephus  describes  a 
particular  vantage  point  In  the  temple  that  towered 
over  a  sharp  and  steep  ravine.   Looking  down  from  there 
would  make  one  giddy.   Perhaps  Jesus  was  translated  in 
his  mind  to  that  well  known  spot,  we  do  not  know.   In 
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any  case,  Jesus  felt  pressured  to  use  his  mighty  powers 
to  win  the  crowds.   Of  course  he  wanted  to  be  liked. 
Of  course,  with  you  and  me,  he  yearned  for  a  following. 
A  Jewish  legend  has  it  that  Jesus  had  learned  the  art 
of  magic  as  a  youth  in  Egypt. 

Why  not  cast  yourself  from  the  pinnacle  of  the 
temple  and  let  God  move  in  dramatically  to  save  you  at 
the  last  possible  moment?   The  crowds  will  eat  it  up. 
But  Jesus  said,  "You  shall  not  tempt  the  Lord  your 
God."  (Luke  4:12)   It  is  one  thing  to  come  upon  a  pre- 
cipice in  the  course  of  duty  from  which  you  need  de- 
liverance, but  it  is  something  of  an  entirely  differ- 
ent order  to  choose  a  peril  as  a  test  of  God.   This  is 
clearly  wrong.   "Thou  shalt  not  tempt  the  Lord  thy 
God." 

Jesus  was  aware  that  man's  nature  is  rational, 
moral  and  spiritual.   He  would  not  by-pass  the  ration- 
al  Nor  would  he  work  such  wonders  as  would  render 
people  dependent  upon  him,   How  interesting  in  this 
age  when  exorcism  is  such  a  lively  subject,  that  when 
Jesus  exorcised  demons  his  concern  was  not  with  his 
formula  of  exorcism  but  with  the  victim' s  faith.   He 
encouraged  the  kind  of  faith  that  would  enable  people 
to  be  "self-exorcising"  without  him!   "You  shall  not 
tempt  the  Lord  your  God." 

And  then  we  read,  and  this  is  the  smoothest  of 
the  three  temptations,  that  "The  devil  took  him  up  and 
showed  him  all  the  kingdoms  of  the  world  in  a  moment 
of  time  and  said  to  him,  to  you  I  will  give  all  this 
authority  and  their  glory  for  it  has  been  delivered  to 
me,  and  I  give  it  to  whom  I  will.   If  you  then  will 
worship  me,  it  shall  be  yours."  (Luke  4:2)   Here  was 
a  direct  route  to  the  end  that  he  had  in  mind,  to  re- 
alize the  authority  of  God  upon  the  face  of  the  earth. 

But  translated  out,  this  temptation  meant  that 
he  would  make  his  bid  through  political  and  military 
power.   This  is  the  way  the  world  generates  authority 
and  power  and  demonstrates  its  glory.   This  was  an  in- 
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vitation  for  Jesus  to  accept  the  Zealot  option,  to 
form  some  kind  of  coalition  with  the  revolutionaries 
and  their  political  allies.   Here  it  must  be  remembered 
that  the  people  were  ready  for  such  an  effort.   The 
land  of  Palestine  was  like  kindling  wood.   The  sight 
of  someone  coming  out  of  the  wilderness,  talking  about 
the  inequities  of  Roman  rule  and  putting  up  a  banner 
behind  which  some  war  could  be  waged,  must  have  been 
highly  appealing  and  not  merely  a  pious  fiction  to 
Jesus. 

The  Zealot  option  was  offered  to  him  on  the  blade 
of  Peter's  sword  in  the  Garden  of  Gethsemane.   It  was 
implied  in  Judas'  betrayal:   Why  don't  we  bring  matters 
to  a  head  and  take  on  the  powers  that  be!   But  Jesus 
answered,  "It  is  written  you  shall  worship  the  Lord 
your  God,  and  him  only  shall  you  serve."  (Luke  4:8) 

It  is  my  contention  that  out  in  the  wilderness 
Jesus  died  a  significant  death.   What  was  at  stake  was 
the  will  of  God  versus  the  wiles  of  the  devil.   He 
died  in  the  wilderness  to  the  standards,  values  and 
expectations  of  the  world  so  that  he  might,  in  turn, 
live  to  God. 

I  like  the  way  Paul  Tillich  comments  on  this 
point:  "Jesus  not  only  sacrifices  his  life,  as  many 
martyrs  and  many  ordinary  people  have  done,  but  he 
also  sacrifices  everything  in  him  and  of  him  which 
could  bring  people  to  him  as  an  'overwhelming  person- 
ality' instead  of  bringing  them  to  that  in  him  which 
is  greater  than  he  and  they."  3_  He  would  not  intrude 
himself  between  their  spirits  and  the  living  God. 

And  the  heartening  upshot  of  it  all  is  that  Jesus 
came  out  of  the  wilderness  brimming  with  life.   For 
Luke  says,  and  I  think  he  must  have  had  to  restrain 
himself  in  the  recital,  that  "Jesus  returned  in  the 
power  of  the  Spirit  into  Galilee;  and  the  report  con- 
cerning him  went  out  through  all  the  surrounding  coun- 
try.  And  he  taught  in  their  synagogues,  being  glori- 
fied by  all."  (Luke  4:14)   He  came  out  with  power 
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and  a  detectable  presence.   Those  who  came  where  he 
was  knew  where  he  had  been! 


What  do  I  want  for  myself?   How  will  I  go  about 
getting  it?   Those  were  not  only  Jesus'  questions, 
they  are  our  questions  too.   They  are  the  early  ques- 
tions in  life  that  we  tend  to  postpone.   In  our  Phi- 
listinism we  can  postpone  them  indefinitely,  even  to 
the  grave. 

What  do  I  want  for  myself  and  how  will  I  go  about 
getting  it?   Such  questions  imply  a  need  for  decision. 
We  liberals  do  not  like  decisions.   We  prefer  to  think 
that  life  is  a  matter  of  growth  and  development .   I 
submit  to  you  that  Jesus  grew  and  developed  and  still 
had  to  make  decisions.   For  life,  besides  being  de- 
velopment and  growth,  is  crisis  and  choice.   Despite 
all  compromises  to  the  contrary,  the  gospel  and  the 
world  are  ultimately  incompatible.   We  would  prefer 
a  both/and  —  so  much  for  Caesar  and  so  much  for  God. 
But  in  fact  we  are  in  the  presence  of  an  either/or. 

The  gospel  is  not  being  profaned  today  outside 
the  church,  but  within,  wherever  the  teachings  of 
Jesus  are  marketed  as  a  device  to  make  one  healthy, 
wealthy  and  wise!   Most  people  are  living  for  The 
Big  Seven:  money ,  fame ,  success ,  power ,  health, 
security,  and  pleasure.   Seekest  thou  such  things 
for  thyself?   Seek  them  not.   Or,  if  you  must  seek 
them,  have  the  integrity  not  to  invoke  the  Savior's 
name.   God  is  not  on  the  premises  to  help  us  realize 
our  dreams:   We  are  here  to  help  Him  realize  His! 

This  is  what  Lent  is  for ,  finding  a  wilderness 
somewhere  and  searching  out  our  hearts.   What  do  I 
want  for  myself  and  how  will  I  go  about  getting  it? 
The  choice  is  clear.   We  can  die  to  self  and  live  to 
God,  or  we  can  live  to  self  and  die  to  God. 

It  wasn't  the  death  that  he  died  at  the  end  that 
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explains  Jesus  entirely.   It  was  the  death  he  died  at 
the  beginning.   Jesus'  offering  up  of  himself  did  not 
happen  all  at  once  on  Calvary.   It  began  with  his 
death  in  the  wilderness.   Jesus  negated  the  world  and 
then  went  out  to  suffer  for  it.   It  was  the  way  the 
master  went.   Should  not  the  servant  tread  it  still? 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord3   where  we  have  drifted  into 
a  compromise  with  the  world  -- 
loving  its  godss 
admiring  its  ways3 
wanting  its  rewards 3 
Take  us  into  the  solitutde  of  some 
wilderness  of  Thy  making 
and  there   let  us  speak 
our  yes  or  no. 

For  Thy  glory 
and  to  the  good  of  our 
eternal  souls. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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